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Treehouse Playground Issue

The Treehouse Playground is 21 years old this year. A generation of Fairview area
residents has grown up playing on it.  In this issue of The Loblolly Times, we explore its

history, its current condition and status, and its future.

Treehouse Playground: Origin Story

Chris and Bill Grayson moved from New York to Fairview in 1997, along 
with their five children. Chris Grayson took her kids to look for a playground
in Fairview, and the only one she could find was a small one behind 
Fairview Elementary School (This was before Westwood Elementary was 



built). “We needed a playground,” Grayson said. “A center for this 
community.”

One day while watching Sesame Street with her kids, she saw an 
advertisement for a playground company called Leathers and Associates. 
She liked their philosophy of a community designed and built playground, 
and she thought it might work in Fairview. So she jotted down the phone 
number and called them.  

The company sent her a community organization packet. “It was a BIG 
packet,” Grayson recalled. It had a detailed description of everything it 
would take to organize, fund, design and build a custom, one-of-a-kind 
playground: A list of committee coordinators, a timeline, fundraising ideas, 
etc. She thought, “I need a lot of volunteers.  But first I need to talk to 
somebody who can OK it.”

She arranged a meeting with then-mayor Mark Miller one day in April of 
1997. Grayson recalls, “He said to me, ‘You know, Chris, a lot of people 
have come in here and said they’re going to build a playground, and it has 
never happened.’ And I said, ‘Well, you’ve never met me.  We’re going to 
have a playground.’” 

And so it began. It was a massive undertaking. The fundraising goal was 
$150,000, an enormous sum at that time, and from a town that had about 
5,000 people in it. The volunteer goal of 2,500 people seemed even more 
daunting. 

Grayson recruited committee coordinators. The Children’s Committee 
made posters and collected pennies. The fundraising committee held a 
spaghetti dinner and a celebrity basketball game, sold t-shirts, Christmas 
cards, bricks, and fence rails. The food committee sought pledges of food 
donations and prepared to feed the volunteer builders, and the childcare 
committee prepared to watch their children. The tools committee asked 
community members to loan tools to be used during the build. Each tool 
was marked with a number so it could be returned to its owner when the 
playground was complete. Many area residents still own tools with numbers
marked on them with white nail polish. 



A partial list of the committee coordinators

There was a “Name the Playground” contest at the elementary school.  The
children chose to call it Treehouse Playground.  Design Day was 
November 7, 1997. Coordinators met with Leathers architect John Dean 
early in the morning at Bowie Park to look at the site. The group then 
proceeded to Pinewood Elementary, and then to Fairview Elementary, 
where Dean met with school children to answer the question, “What do you
want in your playground?” the day ended at with a spaghetti dinner and a 
presentation of the architect’s sketch of the Treehouse Playground. 



Area businesses contributed to the playground project. Sonic donated hot 
air balloon rides before the celebrity basketball game, and the $2 that 
people paid for their balloon ride went to the playground fund. Chappell’s 
Cee Bee, then the largest grocery store in Fairview, donated 10% of their 
sales one Saturday. Hardee’s restaurant (then located where La Plaza is 
now) donated 20% of their sales on a Saturday. Williamson Medical Center
was the biggest donor, with a check for $15,000. 

Local construction companies helped as well. Several agreed to loan 
equipment and even pledged to pay for crews to help during building week.
Other freelance carpenters signed up to donate their time as well.  “Lucky 
us, because…we have a lot of skilled workers in this community, and they 
all came to the call.” 

As excitement and momentum for the project built, Mayor Mark Miller told 
Grayson, “Fairview really needs this.” 

It was true. Fairview needed more than just a playground. The community 
had recently been divided over the issue of how to use Bowie Nature Park. 
There was an initiative from some commissioners to use 60 acres to 
develop a city center for Fairview, and a vocal opposition that wanted to 
keep the area park land. People on both sides of that issue worked side by 
side on the playground project.  



Grayson coloring in the last bit of the fundraising thermometer
To track fundraising progress, the playground committee placed a 
thermometer goal sign on the corner Highway 100 and Bowie Lake Road.  
The final monetary boost came from the City of Fairview. The Board of 
Commissioners voted to contribute $30,000 to put the Treehouse 
Playground fund over the top. The vote happened on April 2, 1998, just 12 
days before building was scheduled to start.  Grayson left the 
commissioners’ meeting immediately after the vote and painted the 
thermometer red all the way to the top. 

Building Days were April 14 to 18, 1998, Tuesday through Saturday.  The 
Leathers and Associates architects were picked up at the airport, and they 
oversaw the volunteer builders. Augers, borrowed from area construction 
companies, were used to drill holes for the supporting wooden posts. Onto 
these posts were bolted climbing platforms, walls, bridges, and other play 
elements. 

Skilled workers did the measuring and cutting, and less skilled workers 
helped put the pieces together. Older children helped by sanding or using a
wood rasp to round the edges of everything. The food committee fed 
everyone, and the child care committee oversaw the younger children in 
jobs such as washing tires and soaping screws. Everyone helped.





“It was high energy. People did not want to go home. They stayed way past their (4
hour) shift. It gives me goosebumps remembering what a tremendous effort, and just—

pride in our community.” – Chris Grayson, general coordinator for Treehouse
Playground.

As much as possible, screws were used instead of nails to make the 
structure more durable. The decking for the climbing structures and several
other parts were built of composite construction plastic, made from recycled
bottles. The benefit of using plastic decking was that it stands up to 
weather much better than wood, and requires less maintenance.  However,
the posts had to be wood.  Back then the technology had not yet been 
developed to enable the use of recycled plastic materials for structural 
supports.  The material was not rigid enough, and had to be supported by a
more rigid material such as wood.  

On April 16, 13 tornadoes struck middle Tennessee. It was day 3 of 
playground construction. The crew worked throughout the day, keeping an 
eye on the sky. Grayson recalled, “The sky turned green, and we all ran for 
shelter (in the restroom building). We had 3 or 4 cells come over us that 



day.” Thankfully, no tornadoes touched down in the Fairview area, and the 
project continued. 

By the end of the day on Saturday, April 18, the job was mostly complete. 
Workers still had to finish some parts of the fence and make sure all the 
screws were driven below the surface of the wood or composite decking so
they would not pose a risk to small fingers or knees. This work was done as
people were able to do it.

A dedication and grand opening ceremony took place on Saturday, May 16.
The mayor and Chris Grayson addressed the crowd.  The committee was 
honored, cake was eaten, and finally, the children were allowed in to play. 

 
Scenes from the grand opening

***
Treehouse Playground Today



Chris Grayson in the Treehouse Playground in May of 2019.

The Treehouse Playground has been an integral part of Bowie Park since 
it was built. When children visit the park, time on the playground is usually 
part of the trip. This is true for family trips, and is also true for organized 
groups such as school field trips, sports team parties, and the Bowie Day 
Camps. 

In the beginning, maintenance was done by volunteers from the original 
Treehouse Playground committee, including Chris Grayson. But then the 
park staff took over. Park Superintendent Keith Paisley was part of that 
effort from the time he started working at the park in 1999 until about five 
years ago when his position as public works director took him out of the 
park.  Paisley reported that the staff inspected the playground every month.
Small parts that needed replacement were ordered from Leathers and 
Associates.

A big maintenance job was spraying the wooden parts with wood 
preservative. Leathers and Associates sent reminders to Paisley. “Every 
two years,” he recalled, “I’d get a little clock on my computer saying, ’It’s 
time!’ Then I’d know it’s time to spray.”  All wooden parts of the playground 



were coated with a child-friendly wood preservative on all exposed sides. “It
was a product recommended by the company, that we ordered from 
California.” 

Much of the playground is wood, so this is a big job. “The first time we did 
it,” Paisley recalled, “It took (four people) about 12 hours. Now it just takes 
2 of us about 3 hours.” They have gotten more systematic, for example, 
having one person spray one side of the fence going one direction, coating 
two sides of each board, and the other spraying the other side in the other 
direction, coating the other two sides. “The mulch was also done every two 
years, so we tried to stagger them, mulch one year, and spray the next.” 

In spite of the regular use of wood preservative, some of the wooden parts 
began showing visible signs of decay within a few years of completion. 
Paisley reported that about five years after the playground was built, a child
got hurt on a balance beam in the “tot lot,” the part of the playground 
designed for children under age 5. The wooden balance beam had 
deteriorated and splintered, and the child got a cut on his arm from it. 
Paisley then removed the damaged part of the balance beam. 

As the years passed, other parts of the playground became unusable and 
were either fixed or removed. One example is a bridge from one tower to 
another on the main part of the playground. Originally, it was a chain 
bridge, designed to wobble as a child walked on it. However, the chains 
were causing the wooden decking to rot. So Paisley and an assistant 
rebuilt the bridge without the chains so it is now a stable structure.

A big problem with the playground is that the round posts used as structural
supports are all wooden, and are rotting from the top down.  They were cut 
on an angle to prevent this, but it wasn’t enough.  Many are rotted to a 
point below where they attach to platforms or railings or other elements 
they are designed to support. So far, none of the playground equipment is 
showing signs of being destabilized by this problem. The platforms still feel 
solid under foot. The posts are intact enough to support the play elements. 
However, the damage is causing personal injury hazards, with exposed 
hardware and splinters. Plus, it is just a matter of time before the posts are 
no longer able to support their load. A quick survey in May of this year 
showed that 21 out of 87 posts were damaged.  



Two examples of post damage.

Paisley has made repeated phone calls to Leathers and Associates over 
the years to get advice as to how to stop the rot. They did not have a 
satisfactory solution to the problem, which had been reported about other 
wooden playgrounds. 

Paisley tried applying an epoxy product to the post tops. It was only 
marginally effective because it set up too fast and didn’t get down into the 
grain of the wood. Most of it flaked off within a short time. 

In 2015, the Friends of Bowie Park (“the Friends”) purchased black plastic 
post caps, designed for piers. Al Tarolli, who was president of the Friends 
organization at the time, said, “It took some time to measure them all, 
because they’re all different sizes. And we couldn’t cover the posts holding 
up the swing sets and stuff because there were other pieces in the way.” 
They got caps for all the posts they could, and gave them to the park staff 
to install. 



    

                  A post with a post cap.                      This post had a cap that either broke off
                                                                                    or was broken by someone. 

The posts had to be cut off flat to accommodate the caps. Paisley said they
installed all they could, but many of the posts did not have enough of a “lip” 
above the level of the attached equipment to attach the covers to. Others 
were already too rotted at the top. Still others were covered, but the covers 
have been broken or removed, presumably by vandals. Those that are still 
covered are, for the most part, undamaged.  



Carrie Moore, a representative of Leathers and Associates, said that the 
average life expectancy of a wooden playground is 20 years. Two other 
Leathers and Associates playgrounds were built in nearby communities 
around the same time as the Treehouse Playground: Red Caboose 
Playground in Bellevue, and Tinkerbell Playground in Franklin. 

The Red Caboose Playground was built in 1996. It was torn down two 
years ago, not because of rot, but because of arsenic.  Arsenic? Yes, 
arsenic. Most pressure treated lumber bought before 2004 was treated with
chromated copper arsenate, which contains arsenic.  Metro Nashville had 
the playground tested and it exceeded the EPA limits.  That playground is 
currently being rebuilt with more durable materials, including plastics and 
powder coated steel. 
Franklin’s Tinkerbell Playground, located in Pinkerton Park, and was built in
1993. That playground is still standing, though it has gone through several 
transformations. The original wooden swing sets have been replaced by 
powder coated steel structures. Other elements have been removed and 
replaced with elements made with more durable materials. The remaining 
wooden sections are showing wear, but Tinkerbell does not have the rotting
post problem that Treehouse has. 

So, the Treehouse Playground has provided a generation of children with 
many hours of fun, but it has clearly seen better days. The next generation 
of the Treehouse Playground is yet to be decided. 

***

Treehouse Playground: Next Generation

Safety is a primary concern for the playground. No one wants their child’s 
fun trip to the playground to end in a doctor’s visit. So what is next for the 
Treehouse Playground? There are several options being considered. 

Leathers and Associates:
Leathers and Associates no longer builds wooden playgrounds because of 
the maintenance issue.  All Leathers playgrounds are now built out of 
recycled plastic. Unlike the composite material available in 1998, today’s 
plastics can be made rigid enough to be load bearing. Leathers also has a 
service for repairing and refurbishing existing playgrounds using plastic to 
replace damaged wooden parts. 



The first step for refurbishing a Leathers playground is to get an 
assessment done. The company would send a certified playground 
inspector to examine the existing playground, assess the damage, make 
recommendations, and give an estimate of what it would take to carry out 
those recommendations: anything from repairing existing equipment, 
replacing components, or rebuilding the entire playground with modern 
materials. 

The resulting report would be very comprehensive and give some clear 
options.  Unfortunately, it would also cost $1,800.00. The Friends Board of 
Directors considered paying to have such an assessment done, but were 
reluctant to spend so much money if the recommendation would be to 
replace the whole playground. 

After hearing a description of the age and condition of the playground, 
Leathers representative Carrie Moore said they could do an informal 
evaluation based on photographs and on a percentage of damaged posts, 
to determine whether an assessment would be worth doing. 

If it is determined that the only way forward is a complete rebuild, Leathers 
can give a free estimate of the cost of replacing the Treehouse Playground 
using the same blueprints as the original, but out of 100% recycled plastics,
with a 50 year warranty on the materials. The Friends have sent pictures 
and a survey of posts, and as of this writing, are awaiting response from 
Leathers. To learn more about Leathers and Associates, go to 
http://www.playgroundsbyleathers.com/

http://www.playgroundsbyleathers.com/


A Leathers and Associates playground made with recycled structural plastics

Natural Playground:
If the playground needs to be replaced, another possibility is to build a 
Natural Playground.  The idea behind a Natural Playground is to give 
children the opportunity to play with natural objects in a controlled 
environment free from poison ivy, thorns, and dangerous animals. Natural 
Playgrounds contain a variety of elements, a few of which are part of our 
current Treehouse Playground: musical instruments, balance beams, sand 
pits, a mud kitchen, a cave, a magnifying station, a water table, funnels and
wheels for water play or sand play. Loose objects to explore are also often 
incorporated, such as collections of rocks, pine cones, etc. Here are a few 
examples of elements:

    
                  Sluice                         Magnifying Station                          Hollow Log



    
           Mud Kitchen                           Musical Fence                      Chalk Board Wall

  
                 Sun Dial                        Embankment Slide                        Cave   

There are several companies that specialize in building Natural 
Playgrounds. One of the closest is called Playcemaker, located in 
Chattanooga. They consult with community members to determine what 
would work best for the space, and then produce a written proposal 
complete with artistic renderings before building the playground. The 
company can also direct volunteers to build some elements, and can help 
with fundraising and grant writing. Park program director Nancy Jackson is 
gathering information about this option. To find out more about 
Playcemaker, go to   https://www.playcemaker.com/                                            

Powder Coated Steel:
Another possibility is to have the playground rebuilt with powder coated 
steel components. These are very durable and require minimal 
maintenance. The coating is baked on rather than painted on, making a 
durable waterproof seal around the metal components. 

The Red Caboose Playground is being rebuilt using a combination of 
plastic and powder coated steel components. This is a photograph of their 
playground, which is currently under construction.  According to a WSMV 
news report from January of this year, the cost of the project is around 
$650,000, with the community providing some labor for landscaping. 

https://www.playcemaker.com/


 
The new Red Caboose Park playground

City manager Scott Collins has gotten an informal estimate as to what it 
would cost to replace the playground with a similar structure made of more 
durable materials. According to Collins, “The preliminary estimate to 
replace the current wooden structure playground with a longer life and 
more durably constructed playground is approximately $350,000.”  
Additionally, “We will explore all options, including funding programs and 
grants, to ensure we rebuild the playground in a manner that supports the 
integrity of the park, is comparatively cost effective, and affords continued 
enjoyment for our guests.”

Conclusion
The decision about what to do about the Treehouse Playground is 
ultimately up to the Fairview Board of Commissioners. The cost of a new 
playground is certainly not in the city’s budget, so any solution has to 
involve community help. We can’t expect Chris Grayson to spearhead this 
new effort. For one thing, she has more than done her fair share. And for 
another thing, she has cancer, and will be travelling to Texas for 
treatments, so she won’t have time, and she needs to conserve her energy 
to heal her body.  
Any community member who has a strong opinion about the Treehouse 
Playground should contact their commissioners and offer to help. Twenty-
one years ago, the Fairview community pulled together and built the 
original Treehouse Playground. There are more of us now, and we have 
more collective time, energy, and money.  We did this once, and we can 
certainly do it again. 

***



ADA Trail to JoAnn’s Outdoor Classroom

The ADA-compliant trail from the Nature Center to JoAnn’s Outdoor 
Classroom is nearing completion. Work began on Monday, May 13. The 
trail is hardened for wheelchair accessibility by use of crush and run gravel,
a mixture of pulverized stone and stone dust.  It packs down hard, yet 
allows rain water to seep through rather than running off and causing 
drainage problems. Park superintendent Keith Paisley said the only things 
left to do on the trail are to watch it during a rain and see where the water 
goes. Then they will install whatever drainage is needed.    
  

***

Volunteer Opportunities

Loblolly Times Help Needed: Help us get the story!! Good communication
is the lifeblood of any organization, and a newsletter is a major part of that. 
If you have a flair for writing or photography and a desire to help, please 
reply to this email or call Eileen at 615-799-9666, and leave a message. 
Even if you can only occasionally help write articles and take photographs, 
please give Eileen a call. Any and all help is needed with this important 
mission. Thank you!

Parks and Landscaping Board Members Needed: The Parks and 
Landscaping Board (P&L) still has 2 openings to fill.  If you are an adult 
living inside the Fairview city limits, you are eligible.   The P&L Board is an 
advisory panel that makes recommendations to Fairview’s Board of 
Commissioners regarding Bowie Park, Fairview Historic Park, Veteran’s 
Park, the tree ordinance, our Tree City USA status, and other related 
matters. If you are interested in serving on this board, please contact the 
City of Fairview’s Human Resources Director, Brandy Johnson at 
bjohnson@fairview-tn.org or call 615-387-6086.  The board meets on the 
first Tuesday of each month at 7:00 pm at City Hall. 

***
Calendar Announcements

Friends Member Meeting: July 13, 9:00-10:00 am, Bowie Nature 
Center. Our monthly member meetings are informal gatherings where 
members and visitors can talk about ideas and plan events. 

mailto:bjohnson@fairview-tn.org


Fairview Parks and Landscaping Board: This is the board that deals 
with, among other things, Bowie Nature Park. The board meets on the first 
Tuesday of each month at 7:00 pm. The next meeting will be on July 2 at 
Fairview City Hall. The Friends of Bowie Park’s representative on this 
board is Kathy Tarolli.

Hike With a Naturalist: Tuesday, June 11, Thursday, June 20, 
Tuesday, July 9, and Thursday, July 18, from 10:00-11:00 am. 

Fairview Board of Commissioners: The Fairview Board of 
Commissioners meets on the first and third Thursday of each month at 7:00
pm.  The workshops, which are where the discussions are held, begin at 
6:00 p.m. the official meeting is where they vote on what was discussed in 
the workshop. Meeting agendas can be accessed at https://www.fairview-
tn.org/category/meeting-agenda-posts/ .
The commissioners’ next meeting will be on Thursday, June 20. Both the 
meeting and the workshop will take place at Fairview City Hall.

Fairview Planning Commission: The Fairview City Planning Commission 
meets monthly on the second Tuesday.  Its next meeting will be on 
Tuesday, June 11, from 7-9 p.m. at Fairview City Hall.

***

The mission of the Friends of Bowie Nature Park is to preserve, protect, 
promote and enhance Bowie Nature Park for use by the general public as
a nature reserve and park. To become a member of the Friends or to 
make a donation, please visit our website at 
http://www.friendsofbowienaturepark.org/  .
To unsubscribe, please reply to this email with your request. 

http://www.friendsofbowienaturepark.org/
https://www.fairview-tn.org/category/meeting-agenda-posts/
https://www.fairview-tn.org/category/meeting-agenda-posts/

